Conqress of the United States

TWashington, DL 20515

March 11, 2003

The Honorable John Ashcroft
Attorney General of the United States
U.S. Department of Justice

950 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20530

Dear Attorney General Ashcroft:

We are writing to express our dismay with the manner in which the Violence Against
Women Office Act (the “VAWO Act”) is being implemented. Despite clear and unambiguous
statutory language to the contrary, we understand that the Violence Against Women Office
(“VAWO?) has been established as part of the Office of Justice Programs (“OJP”). Moreover, we
understand that the Director of VAWO reports to the Assistant Attorney General for OJP — not
to the Attorney General. Both of these decisions violate the letter and spirit of the law.

Congress overwhelmingly passed the VAWO Act in order to permanently establish a
strong, independent voice for victims of violence within the Department of Justice. It is shocking
that the Department has gone out of its way to read the VAWO Act in the narrowest possible way
that provides the least protection to victims of violence. It unfortunately reflects a lack of
commitment to the problem of domestic violence by the Department. This is the very problem
that the VAWO Act was intended to remedy.

As part of the 21st Century Department of Justice Appropriations Authorization Act (P.L.
107-273), the VAWO Act was enacted last fall. The Act contains the following subsection:

(b) SEPARATE OFFICE - The [Violence Against Women] Office shall be a
separate and distinct office within the Department of Justice, headed by a
Director, who shall report to the Attorney General and serve as Counsel to the
Attorney General on the subject of violence against women, and who shall have

final authority over all grants, cooperative agreements, and contracts awarded by
the Office.” (Emphasis added).

The plain language of the statute could not be more clear. Congress established VAWO
to be a separate, independent office within the Department — not a subsection of a division of
DOJ. In addition, the VAWO Act is clear that the Director shall report to the Attorney General —
not an Assistant Attorney General. By relegating VAWO to a department within OJP, and by
requiring the Director to report to the Assistant Attorney General for OJP, the Department is
violating the VAWO Act and acting contrary to the will of Congress.
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The plain meaning of the VAWO Act is reinforced by its legislative history. On May 1,
2002, the House of Representatives passed a Motion to Instruct the Conferees by a vote of 416-3
which instructed the House conferees to adopt the Senate language that created a separate,
independent VAWO that was not a subdivision of OJP. (H1990, 107" Congress). The
overwhelming, bipartisan vote of the House of Representatives to establish an independent
VAWO with a strong Director indicates Congress’ clear intent in this regard.

The floor debate surrounding the adoption of the Conference Report to HR. 2215 — of
which the VAWO Act was a part — further demonstrates that Members intended VAWO to be a
separate office outside of OJP, and that the Director directly report to the Attorney General.
During the debate, Representative Slaughter stated,

The conference report creates an independent Violence Against Women Office
within the Department of Justice, rather than making the office simply a subsidiary
part of the Office of Justice programs. (H6746, 107" Congress).

Likewise, Representative Conyers stated that the Conference Report established an “independent
Violence Against Women Office within the Department of Justice. [The VAWO Act] raises the
profile of the Office by having its Director report directly to the Attorney General instead of
through other subordinates.” (H6750, 107" Congress).

The Department’s misguided attempt to undermine the independence and authority of
VAWO and its Director are not only contrary to law, but they are contrary to the spirit and intent
of the VAWO Act. We strongly urge you to reconsider the placement of VAWO so that it is a
separate and distinct office outside of OJP, and to allow the Director to report directly to the
Attorney General, as Congress intended.

Sincerely,
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Member of Congress
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Member of Congress

Tom L ot

Tom Lantos
Member of Congress

n P. Hill
Member of Congress

Optn 0. rarr—

olin Larson
mber of Congress

Member of Congress

\}( O ha ‘/11, - /Mt/},Z(ka,u__ﬂ/

Donna M. Christian-ChHstenson -
Member of Congress

2 Rush D. Holt

Gary Ackérman

Membgr of Congress

~— { / /1 7
’ atph 7] ‘rm d

Ralph M. Hall

Member of Congress

Member of Congress

Lo 2o

Barbara Lee
Member of Congress

o e A

etty McC ollu
Member of Congress

7% 4l

Tom Allen
Member of Congress

ﬁ ooper
Member of Congress




The Honorable John Ashcroft
Page Six
March 11, 2003
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